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Fascism, Totalitarianism and Political 
Religion: Definitions and Critical 
Reflections on Criticism of an 
Interpretation 


EMILIO GENTILE 
Translated by Natalia Belozentseva 





This essay presents a synthetic account of the author’s interpretation of fascism as a modern, 
nationalist, revolutionary, anti-liberal and anti-Marxist phenomenon that he has elaborated 
on the basis both of original research and of an innovative redefinition of the concepts of 
totalitarianism and political religion and their interrelationship. Having demonstrated the 
incoherence of some negative critiques that have given a distorted account of this theory, it 
engages with the principal constructive criticisms that have been made of it. This leads to 
further clarification and refinement of the thesis that totalitarianism constitutes one, but not 
the sole, expression of the sacralisation of politics in the age of modernity. 





To bea historian is to seek to explain in human terms. If God speaks, 
it is not through him. If He speaks to others, the historian cannot 
vouch for it. In this sense the historian is necessarily secularist. Yet, 
with equal force, nothing human is alien to him, and religion, what- 
ever else it may be for true believers, is profoundly human. 


Cushing Strout, The New Heavens and New Earth 


An Interpretation in Three Definitions 


Ever since the last decade of the twentieth century, there has been grow- 
ing scholarly preoccupation with the problem of totalitarianism and 
political religion. This fact is proved by ever more numerous publica- 
tions on these subjects, as well as by the founding of the journal Total- 
itarian Movements and Political Religions in 2000. In the first issue of 
this journal I had the opportunity to expound my interpretation of the 
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relationship between totalitarianism, secular religion and modernity, 
viewed as the expression of a more general phenomenon I defined as 
the ‘sacralisation of politics’. This term I define as ‘the formation of a 
religious dimension in politics that is distinct from, and autonomous 
from traditional religious institutions’.’ As a concrete historical exam- 
ple of the link between totalitarianism and political religion, as well as 
of the relation between the sacralisation of politics and modernity I also 
referred to Italian Fascism. For the reasons I explored in depth in my 
studies on the Fascist ideology, party and regime,’ I believe that the 
experience of Italian Fascism — which, as is well known, gave rise to 
the very concept of totalitarianism — is to be located within the sphere 
of totalitarian experiments. In the same way, as a result of specific 
research done in this field, I also believe that fascism belongs to the 
sphere of modern manifestations of the sacralisation of politics.’ 

My interpretation of fascism as a form of both totalitarianism and 
political religion has given rise to criticism of various kinds, not 
confined to reservations about the way these concepts are used in my 
research. It contests the very validity of these concepts as instruments 
of analysis in the interpretation of some phenomena within contempo- 
rary history. In this sense, a critical reflection on the criticism of my 
interpretation of fascism as both totalitarianism and a political religion 
— the subject suggested to me by Roger Griffin as the editor of this 
special issue of TMPR - will hopefully make a useful contribution to 
the discussion of these questions. 

I must stress that my interpretation of fascism as a totalitarian 
phenomenon does not derive solely from my historical studies, but 
also from my revision of the concept of totalitarianism via a critical 
reconsideration of the main theories of totalitarianism appearing after 
the Second World War. The term ‘totalitarianism’ can thus be taken 
as Meaning: 


an experiment in political domination undertaken by a revolu- 
tionary movement, with an integralist conception of politics, 
that aspires toward a monopoly of power and that, after 
having secured power, whether by legal or illegal means, 
destroys or transforms the previous regime and constructs a 
new State based on a single-party regime, with the chief objec- 
tive of conquering society; that is, it seeks the subordination, 
integration and homogenisation of the governed on the basis 
of the integral politicisation of existence, whether collective or 
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individual, interpreted according to the categories, myths and 
values of a palingenetic ideology, institutionalised in the form 
of a political religion, that aims to shape the individual and the 
masses through an anthropological revolution in order to 
regenerate the human being and create the new man, who is 
dedicated in body and soul to the realisation of the revolution- 
ary and imperialistic policies of the totalitarian party, whose 
ultimate goal is to create a new civilisation beyond the Nation- 
State.* 


Although this definition may appear to be a lengthy one, it arises from 
a deliberate choice of how to present the phenomenon. In this way, I 
intend to highlight the reciprocal connection between all the elements 
contributing to my concept of totalitarianism, both essential and 
complementary, so as to represent, in so far as a theoretical definition 
permits, the historical reality actualised by totalitarian regimes during 
the twentieth century. In my opinion, this reality cannot be theoreti- 
cally identified with any of its constituents in isolation from the others. 
The elements comprising my definition of totalitarianism are the revo- 
lutionary party, the monopoly of power, a political religion, the 
conquest of society, an anthropological revolution and expansionist 
ambitions. These elements are thus to be considered interconnected, 
both logically and chronologically, within a dynamic and dialectical 
relation. This is the reason why my interpretation of totalitarianism 
differs from those theories that base their definition mainly on the 
institutional notion of the ‘totalitarian regime’. I believe, indeed, that 
by its own nature totalitarianism is a continuous experiment in politi- 
cal domination, which is why I believe that the very notion of the 
‘totalitarian regime’ has to be viewed essentially from a dynamic, not 
a static, point of view, and has to be defined bearing in mind specific 
historical circumstances in which totalitarian experiments were born 
and put into practice, even when they do not appear ‘perfect’ or 
‘completed’. 

One of the constituents of my definition of totalitarianism is ‘polit- 
ical religion’, a term by which I mean: 


a type of religion which sacralises an ideology, a movement or a 
political regime through the deification of a secular entity trans- 
figured into myth, considering it the primary and indisputable 
source of the meaning and the ultimate aim of human existence 
on earth. 
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The essential characteristic distinguishing ‘political religion’ from 
‘civil religion’ is the extremist and exclusive nature of its historical 
mission. For example, political religion does not accept coexistence 
with other political ideologies and movements; it denies the autonomy 
of the individual while affirming the primacy of the community; it 
sanctifies violence as a legitimate weapon in the struggle against those 
it considers internal and external enemies, and as an instrument of 
collective regeneration; it imposes obligatory observance of its 
commandments and participation in the political cult; while dealing 
with traditional or institutional religions, it either assumes hostile 
behaviour, aiming at their complete elimination, or tries to establish a 
relation of symbolic coexistence with them in the sense that political 
religion aims at incorporating a traditional religion in its own system 
of beliefs and myths, attaching to the latter an instrumental or auxil- 
iary function. 

According to this definition, the concept of political religion does 
not refer solely to the institution of a system of beliefs, rites or 
symbols; it also relates to other fundamental aspects of the totalitarian 
experiment, that is, to the conquest of society, the homogenisation of 
the society formed by the governed, an anthropological revolution, 
the production of a new type of human being, and even to the ambi- 
tious expansion and construction of a new supranational civilisation. 

The concepts ‘totalitarianism’ and ‘political religion’, understood 
in the terms outlined above, are two of the constitutive elements of my 
interpretation of fascism, which I have synthesised in the following 
definition: 


fascism is a modern political phenomenon, which is nationalistic 
and revolutionary, anti-liberal and anti-Marxist, organised in the 
form of a militia party, with a totalitarian conception of politics 
and the State, with an ideology based on myth; virile and anti- 
hedonistic, it is sacralised in a political religion affirming the 
absolute primacy of the nation understood as an ethnically 
homogeneous organic community, hierarchically organised into 
a corporative State, with a bellicose mission to achieve grandeur, 
power and conquest with the ultimate aim of creating a new 
order and a new civilisation. 


The elaboration of this interpretation began in the early 1970s. 
It has developed during a period particularly conducive to progress 
in the comparative study of fascism, and has given rise to the topics 
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and problems that are now at the very centre of historical research 
and theoretical discussion, including the current reawakening of 
interest in the problem of totalitarianism and political religion. This 
progress consists of the continuous enrichment of our empirical 
knowledge by means of historical research; of substantial revisions 
in our understanding of topics and problems, our methods of analy- 
sis, and of our perspectives and interpretations. The renewed 
concern with achieving progress in the analysis of fascism has devel- 
oped within three main fertile periods that we can characterise 
according to the type of approach, topics and problems prevailing 
in each phase. 


The Three Periods of Renewal 


The first period, lasting from the mid-1960s to the end of the 
1970s, was characterised by extended empirical scholarship and 
new attempts to elaborate a general theory of fascism consistent 
with the new knowledge produced by empirical research.’ One of 
the most important results, if not the most important, was the grad- 
ual tendency to move beyond the traditional representation of 
fascism, so prevalent in the early 1960s, which has had a continuing 
influence upon both theories and empirical studies of fascism that 
persists to the present day. 

According to this traditional representation, fascism did not have 
its own historical individuality in the same way as liberalism, 
democracy, socialism or communism. Instead, it was a sort of anti- 
historical and anti-modern epiphenomenon without culture or 
ideology. Everywhere fascism was a movement of violent mercenar- 
ies, in the service of the most reactionary part of the bourgeoisie, 
led by cynical and opportunistic demagogues who merely subjugated 
and led astray the innocent and recalcitrant masses. Based on this 
interpretation, the tragic reality of fascism was thus a parenthesis in 
the ‘authentic’ course of contemporary history, as if historians were 
performing an act of consolation or exorcism that transformed the 
movement into a sort of malign excrescence foreign to the healthy 
body of modernity. In consequence, fascists represented something 
inhuman, an expression of diabolical madness, or, in the opposite 
sense, they were presented as a caricature or in a clownish guise. As 
a result, whether demonised or trivialised, fascism was reduced to a 
‘historical negativity’.* 
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Such interpretations predominated for so long because they were 
considered the only ones that seemed consistent with a committed 
political stance of anti-fascism. Thus, this way of conceiving fascism 
became a kind of ‘sacred representation’ which could not be discussed 
in Italy without reopening the deeply contested political question of 
anti-fascism. Indeed, the interpretation of Italian Fascism as ‘historical 
negativity’ led to a serious impoverishment of the cultural anti-fascist 
tradition itself. In fact, as early as the 1920s, anti-fascist culture 
produced not only polemical and schematic interpretations, but also 
gave rise to a more complex and realistic analysis of fascism as a mass 
movement and a regime which emphasised the ideological, cultural, 
organisational and institutional character of fascism, as well as its links 
with modernity and with the transformation of politics under the 
impact of modernisation and mass society. The researchers who first 
used the concepts ‘totalitarianism’ and ‘political religion’ (although 
only the first a scholarly neologism) were opponents of fascism, who 
often became its victims. At the centre of their interpretation of 
fascism they placed the role of mythic thought, the mobilisation of the 
masses, the cult of the leader, the single party, the organisation of 
culture, and grandiose ideas about collective regeneration.’ 

After the Second World War, this important anti-fascist legacy of 
historical and theoretical analysis was either ignored or almost totally 
forgotten, whereas the thesis of ‘historical negativity’ became preva- 
lent. Even if this interpretation appeared convincing, it nevertheless 
failed to address a fundamental problem of fascism, namely, its 
novelty as a movement and a political regime, which exerted an attrac- 
tion on the masses as well as on outstanding intellectuals. The tragic 
irony of the fascist experience may lie precisely in the ‘sincerity’ of its 
irrationalism and in the appeal of its ideology. Fascism was certainly 
demagogic, but it cannot be accused of disguising its intentions and 
goals. In a clear and brutal way, fascism proclaimed its disdain for 
liberty, for equality, for wealth and peace as life ideals; it exalted the 
power of a minority while imposing blind obedience on the part of the 
masses; it asserted a fundamental inequality between individuals, 
classes, nations and races. The militaristic ethics of fascism glorified 
sacrifice, austerity, a disdain for hedonism, total devotion to the State, 
discipline and unconditional fidelity, all in order to stand up to the 
challenge of new wars in the name of grandeur and the power of the 
nation. All this was not only proclaimed publicly at mass rallies, 
preached in schools, imprinted on the walls of buildings and along the 
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streets, but was put into practice as the policy of the regime. Despite 
this ‘sincerity’, millions of people, both cultured and otherwise, saw in 
fascism an inspirational movement that was able to provide an answer 
to questions pertaining to human existence. In addition, many of them 
considered the totalitarian system an effective solution to the conflicts 
of modern society, the dawn of a new era of national grandeur, or the 
birth of a ‘new civilisation’ destined to last forever. 

When presented with evidence of fascism’s genuine popularity, the 
main historiographical schools of the post-war period, inspired by 
both Marxism and liberalism, either remained silent and indifferent, 
or limited themselves to presenting these aspects of fascism as 
marginal or unimportant ones. As Marco Gervasoni has recently 
observed, Marxist historiography ‘despite all of its nuances, remained 
dumbfounded in the face of the irrational, tending to approach it in a 
reductionist spirit as a mystification of economic interests’, while 
liberal historiography ‘has always felt uneasy when confronted by the 
accomplishments of mass politics, often ending up explaining totali- 
tarian phenomena on the basis of the psychology of its leaders’.’ In this 
way, the problem of fascism’s attraction was simply ignored or 
concealed by interpretations that reduced everything to demagoguery, 
opportunism and terror. This may be the ‘disguising’ of the ‘appeal of 
fascism’ that Primo Levi, the Jewish intellectual and a victim of 
fascism, protested against in 1976: 


Everybody knows or even remembers that Hitler and Mussolini, 
when making public speeches, were believed, applauded, 
admired, adored as if they were gods. They were ‘charismatic 
leaders’ who possessed the secret power to seduce which did not 
derive from any real credibility or from the justness of the things 
they said, but from the ‘fascinating’ way in which those things 
were said, from their eloquence, their histrionic art, maybe 
instinctive or maybe patiently exercised and learned. The ideas 
they proclaimed were not the same all of the time, and were in 
general aberrant, foolish, or cruel; but still they were cheered and 
followed by millions of believers until they died. We should 
remember that those believers, including the diligent executors 
of inhuman orders, were not born torturers, nor monsters (save 
few exceptions): they were ordinary people. Monsters do exist 
but they are not as many as to be really dangerous; the man in 
the street is much more dangerous, the servant ready to believe 
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and to obey without arguing, like Eichmann, like Höss, the 
commander of Auschwitz, like Stangl, the commander of 
Treblinka, like the French soldiers twenty years later, the slaugh- 
terers in Algeria, like the American soldiers thirty years later, the 
slaughterers in Vietnam.’ 


Understanding the grounds for the appeal that fascism exerted on 
millions of people between the two world wars was one of the reasons 
underpinning the first period of renewal in the field of research and 
interpretation. As we have seen, this period began in the early 1960s, 
when several historians started studying fascist ideology and culture, 
and recognised that the success of fascism depended not only on dema- 
gogy, opportunism or terror, but also on its capacity to interpret collec- 
tive aspirations, desires and ambitions; not concealing its brutal and 
belligerent conception of life and politics but, on the contrary, profess- 
ing it openly in front of the applauding masses. It is remarkable that it 
was another Jewish intellectual, George L. Mosse, also a victim of 
Nazism (but luckier than Primo Levi because he did not go through the 
hell of the death camps), who became one of the first historians daring 
to call into question the validity of prevailing presentations of fascism 
as ‘historical negativity’. Mosse was a persecuted man who, being an 
historian, undertook the task of trying to understand the reasons the 
spell that his persecutors cast upon millions of people seemed to work, 
and he went about this by studying the ideology, culture and political 
style of National Socialism. He considered fascism a phenomenon not 
at all foreign to the course of contemporary history but, on the contrary, 
argued that its roots lay deep in the history and society of modern 
Europe, where it established itself by being able to interpret and repre- 
sent the aspirations of millions of people, transporting them emotion- 
ally into the myths and the rites of a new lay religion. 

Symbolically, Mosse can be considered the most representative 
historian of the first phase of renewal in the study of fascism.” The 
Journal of Contemporary History, founded and edited by Mosse and 
Walter Laqueur in 1966, can be considered as symbolic of this period, 
and in particular its first special issue on international fascism. Starting 
from the initial phrase of Mosse’s opening article on the genesis of 
fascism, the distance between traditional interpretations and their 
presentation of fascism appeared very clear. Mosse wrote: ‘In our 
century two revolutionary movements have made their mark upon 


Europe: that originally springing from Marxism and fascism’."* 
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We can consider the definition of fascism advanced by Juan Linz in 
1976 as similarly symbolising this first period. Linz specified that any 
definition of fascism could not be based only on its negations, but 
‘should also consider its new appeal and its conception of man and 
society’. Linz added that, ‘no definition can ignore the importance of 
its distinctive style, its rhetoric and its symbolism, its chants, ceremo- 
nies and shirts that attracted so many young people in the years 
between the two wars’, and further concluded that neither ideology 
nor style would in any case have been the decisive factor ‘without the 
new forms of organisation and political action’. For all these reasons 
Linz proposed a multi-dimensional definition which marked a further 
clear-cut step to move beyond the traditional representation of ‘histor- 
ical negativity’: 


We define fascism as a hypernationalist, often pan-nationalist, 
anti-parliamentary, anti-liberal, anti-communist, populist and 
therefore anti-proletarian, partly anti-capitalist and anti-bour- 
geois, anti-clerical, or at least, non-clerical movement, with the 
aim of national social integration through a single party and 
corporative representation not always equally emphasised; with 
a distinctive style and rhetoric, it relied on activist cadres ready 
for violent action combined with electoral participation to gain 
power with totalitarian goals by a combination of legal and 
violent tactics. The ideology and above all the rhetoric appeals 
for the incorporation of a national cultural tradition selectively 
in the new synthesis in response to new social classes, new social 
and economic problems, and with new organizational concep- 
tions of mobilization and participation, differentiate them from 
conservative parties. The appeal based on emotion, myth, ideal- 
ism, and action on the basis of a vitalistic philosophy is initially 
directed at those least integrated into the class structure — youth, 
students, demobilised officers — to constitute a self-appointed 
elite and later to all those disadvantageously affected by social 
change and political and economic crisis against the political 
system. In a plebiscitarian mobilization of the masses, the fascist 
appeal is based on an inflation of national solidarity and the 
rejection of the institutionalization of conflict and cleavages in 
modern societies and therefore a destruction and/or demobiliza- 
tion of the parties that organize those cleavages, particularly 
working-class but also clerical parties. Hypernationalism is 


FASCISM, TOTALITARIANISM AND POLITICAL RELIGION 335 


reflected in a deep-seated hostility to all organizations and move- 
ments that can be conceived as international in character — that 
is communism, even socialism, international finance capitalism, 
the Catholic Church or at least the Vatican, Freemasonry, the 
League of Nations, pacifism, and the Jews, even in those move- 
ments that are not initially anti-Semitic and even less racist.” 


By the end of the 1970s, the most original and innovative of these 
new assessments of fascism met with the critical approval of Stanley 
Payne in his 1980 book, Fascism: Comparison and Definition. Payne 
drew conclusions from the empirical and theoretical disputes of recent 
years, reworking them into a general definition of fascism, a political 
phenomenon that he no longer presented exclusively in terms of its 
negations, but, rather, as combining new and modern features, with its 
own ideology, culture and revolutionary components blended with 
traditional and reactionary ones: 


Fascism was after all the only major new ideology of the twenti- 
eth century, and it is not surprising that a variety of its key 
features reemerge in radical movements and national authoritar- 
ian regimes in later times and other regions, even though the 
profile of the new groups is on balance distinct from the generic 
European fascisms. A number of these features may be specified: 


1. Permanent nationalistic one-party authoritarianism, neither 
temporary nor a prelude to internationalism 

2. The charismatic leadership principle, incorporated by many 
communist and other regimes as well 

3. The search for a synthetic, ethnicist ideology, distinct from 
liberalism and Marxism 

4. An authoritarian state system and political economy of 
corporatism or syndicalism or partial socialism, more limited 
and pluralistic than the communist model 

5. The philosophical principle of voluntarist activism, 
unbounded by any philosophical determinism. 


In these respects the fascist experience was fundamental to revo- 
lution and authoritarian nationalism in the twentieth century.” 


During the second period of renewal in the study of fascism in the 
1980s, theoretical elements of the debate weakened considerably, and 
became, in a way, marginal. In fact, what prevailed among scholars 
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was historical research of singular movements and regimes generally 
considered fascist, combined with a certain scepticism concerning the 
possibility of arriving at a theoretical definition of fascism that would 
meet with the general consent of most scholars. Some, like Karl 
Bracher and Renzo De Felice, went even further and focused on 
specific features of single movements and regimes in a way that called 
into question the very existence of a generic phenomenon that could 
be termed ‘fascism’. During that period, however, research in new 
fields opened up by the studies of the previous decade continued unde- 
terred by the lack of a consensual definition and made particular head- 
way in examining fascism’s political, organisational and institutional 
aspects, in addition to its ideological ones. 

The dawn of the 1990s marked the beginning of a new period char- 
acterised by a renewed, major interest in the theoretical aspects of 
fascism, turning scholarly attention toward its cultural and aesthetic 
aspects, while also attributing a primary role to ideology and culture 
in an attempt to give the fascist phenomenon a more precise defini- 
tion.* Roger Griffin’s 1991 book, The Nature of Fascism, may be 
considered the most important product of this period. Griffin, a Brit- 
ish-born scholar, presented a critical list of the main interpretations of 
fascism, rejecting those which no longer seemed able to meet the chal- 
lenge posed by new knowledge and new interpretations that had 
emerged from the research and discussion of recent decades. By theo- 
retically elaborating the most innovative results produced by the 
library of existing studies on fascism, Griffin set out a new ‘definition 
of fascism primarily in terms of its “positive” ideological axioms, from 
which its characteristic style, structures and negations follow’, which 
he condensed into a single phrase: ‘Fascism is a genus of political 
ideology whose mythic core in its various permutations is a palinge- 


netic form of the populist ultra-nationalism’."* 


The Two Concepts Return 


As this third, and current, period of fascist studies got underway, a 
renewed interest in the problem of totalitarianism and political reli- 
gion emerged. In fact, we can speak about a ‘return’ of the historio- 
graphical debate characteristic of the 1920s and 1930s As I have 
already mentioned, this had a fundamental function in the interpreta- 
tion of fascism by anti-fascist scholars, but during the 1950s it was 
contested and marginalised within the study of contemporary history, 
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mainly because it was considered an instrument of anti-communist 
propaganda during the Cold War. By the 1990s, the re-awakening of 
interest in the subject of totalitarianism coincided with the collapse of 
the Soviet system that freed the concept of totalitarianism from the 
ostracism to which it had been condemned, mainly by the communist 
scholars or, in any case, by those who were not hostile to the Soviet 
communism.” Almost concomitantly, this period also saw a renewal of 
interest in the question of political religion. One factor that possibly 
contributed to this, along with the renewed interest in totalitarianism, 
was the birth — or rather the re-birth — of manifestations of the ‘sacra- 
lisation of politics’ and the ‘politicisation of religion’ in the modern 
world. Even if these manifestations cannot be considered residues or 
variants of the totalitarianism of the twentieth century, they still rein- 
troduce in a new way some of the fundamental features linking the 
religious dimension, the political dimension and modernity, which 
were typical of totalitarian phenomena.” 

Nevertheless, apart from the incidental reasons which provided an 
impulse to this process, the current debate on totalitarianism and on 
political religion cannot be understood without bearing in mind that 
it has been prepared — and made possible by — the renewal of previous 
interpretations of fascism. To some extent, my own studies and reflec- 
tions on fascism, totalitarianism and political religion have contrib- 
uted to this renewal. At the very least I can claim that, contrary to what 
some critics have asserted, my interpretation of fascism as a totalitar- 
ian movement and a political religion predated by several years the 
current renewal in interest of these themes. As I have already 
mentioned, my interpretation of fascism was first elaborated during 
the 1970s, and is rooted in my previous studies on the myth of 
national regeneration, and in research centred on the emergence of a 
new lay religion in Italian culture, particularly on the avant-garde 
movements of the first part of the twentieth century. As a logical 
consequence, I was led by those studies to re-examine fascism, which, 
in many aspects, was both a product and an heir of those movements 
and that culture. 


Totalitarianism and Political Religion in the Definition of Fascism 


The essential core of my interpretation of fascism as a form of totali- 
tarianism was formulated in an article dating from 1974, in which I 
stated the following: 


338 TOTALITARIAN MOVEMENTS AND POLITICAL RELIGIONS 


the essential element ... of fascist ideology was the affirmation of 
the primacy of political action, that is, totalitarianism in the sense 
of the total resolution of the private into the public, and as the 
subordination of the values which related to the private life (reli- 
gion, culture, morals, affection, etc.) to the public sphere par 
excellence, namely politics now understood as a form of activism 
involving the application of naked force, and as the contest of 
conflicting powers in which the only judge is success. The perma- 
nent core of fascist ideology was — as a consequence of totalitar- 
ianism — the conception of the State as the implementation of the 
will to power of an activist minority bent on realising this myth 
and its idée-force. The ‘new man’ dreamt of by fascists was to 
have been the product of a class of modern Platos who wanted to 
build an organic and dynamic State, and considered politics an 
absolute value, an end in itself. In that respect, the ideology of 
Italian fascism was the most complete rationalisation of the total- 
itarian State (especially when approached in terms of Gentilean 
idealism), conceived as a society hierarchically organised and 
subordinated to a political aristocracy which derived the legiti- 
macy of its power only from the conquest and the perpetuity of 
its action. Fascism was mainly the ideology of the State, whose 
reality it affirmed to be fundamental and totalitarian. And, as 
such, it represented the antithesis of communist ideology, which 
is the ideology of society, as it aspires to the realisation of a 
community of free and equal men, with no divisions of class or 
hierarchy through the organisation of State power.” 


The same article outlined an interpretation of fascism as a political 
religion, viewed as a logical consequence of its totalitarian world view: 


The fascist conception of life gave rise to fascist behaviour in 
the way of doing politics, organising social existence, conceiv- 
ing the overall objectives, not on the basis of logic and persua- 
sion, but by appealing to the instinct, to faith, feeling, and 
imagination, to the magnetic attraction of the leader. The fascist 
group was conceived as a group bound by the ties of the faith. A 
fascist did not choose or discuss doctrine because he was prima- 
rily a believer and a fighter. Fascism appeared an escape from 
all that gave substance and measure to social existence, and 
hence deprived it of its Romantic, mystic, heroic, and adventur- 
ous dimension. Adventure, heroism, the spirit of sacrifice, mass 
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rituals, the cult of martyrs, the ideals of war and sports, fanati- 
cal devotion to the leader — these were the characteristics of 
fascist collective behaviour.” 


From this emotional and extremist conception of politics I inferred 
what I defined as fascism’s ‘essentially subjective behaviour toward 
politics ... an aesthetic conception of political life’, that manifested 
itself in ‘transformation of politics into spectacle’: 


Rejecting the materialism that, according to fascists, was the 
defining feature of both capitalism and communism, fascism 
extolled the values of the spirit. The materialism of both ideolo- 
gies impoverished the individual, reducing him to a servant 
subordinate to bureaucratic routine, a worker in the service of 
production and machine, a citizen educated according to the 
middle-class morality based on money-making, wealth, and 
indifference to political and social life, trapped in his egoism, 
demoralized by the degrading collectivistic system of labour and 
suffocated by the anonymity of urbanisation. On the contrary, 
fascism presented itself as the political movement that brought 
back the colour and the joy to social life. In the totalitarian State, 
civil life was a continuous spectacle, where the fascist new man 
was swept away in the flow of orderly collective existence, in the 
re-enactment of rites, in displaying and worshiping symbols, in 
the constant appeal to collective solidarity to the point of mystic 
fusion, at least in peak moments, of psychological and emotional 
ecstasy, of one’s own individuality with the unity of the nation 
and the race through the magical meditation of the Leader. Even 
if some of these aspects can still be found in other totalitarian 
regimes, in fascism, they were celebrated as the ideals of civil life 
and represented a considerable factor in its success. Organising 
the consensus of the masses, in fact, was based on these rituals ... 


In the end these considerations resulted in an overall evaluation of the 
significance of fascism in contemporary history; and in particular, as a 
modern experience of mass politics: 


A political system based on irrationalism almost inevitably 
reduces political participation, both individual and collective, to 
a mass spectacle. When man is disdained for his rational ideal- 
ism, for his capacity to logically comprehend reality, for his need 
for persuasion and understanding, he is reduced to a cellular 
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element of the crowd, and as the crowd, becomes easy to influ- 
ence not through appeal to rational, but solely by means of the 
instruments of psychological manipulation and moral violence 
imposed through the manipulation of conscience, so that life 
becomes reduced to pure superficiality. But by exalting fantasy 
and imagination, by fomenting group prejudices, anxieties, frus- 
trations, complexes of grandeur or misery — by all these means 
the capacity of the individual to choose and to be critical is 
destroyed. Symbols, rites, mass ceremonies and the mythic 
consecration of ordinary acts of social life (“The Battle of the 
Grain’) become the only possible political participation of the 
masses, as spectators of the drama that is being performed with 
them and on them.” 


This interpretation of fascism, initially based only on the ideological 
and cultural dimensions of its experience, was developed further by 
taking into consideration its organisational and institutional aspects, 
through a close study of the history of fascist parties and regimes. This 
was done in order to verify in which way, by which means, and to what 
ends the fascists acted out their totalitarian conception of politics. 

In 1982, in a paper given to a conference at the University of 
Sydney, I summarised my interpretation of fascism as a totalitarianism 
and a political religion by insisting on the links between the fascist 
party and the totalitarian experiment under the fascist regime: 


The goal of fascism was a revolution that, while leaving the 
fundamental pillars of the bourgeois edifice intact, would trans- 
form the architecture of the liberal State along the lines suggested 
by the myth of the ‘new State’. Fascism defined this myth in 
terms of a new plan: absolute political supremacy, foreshadowed 
by the practical experience of the local power groups formed by 
the fascist squads (squadrismo). The organisation of the armed 
party (partito milizia) was the fundamental structure for the new 
fascist State. 

For many fascists, the squad was an embryonic experience of 
totalitarian community, based on the spontaneous support of its 
members, who felt that they were united by bonds of elective 
affinity and solidarity; they were also united morally by complic- 
ity in terrorist ventures, by patriotic fervour, and by the exalta- 
tion of war heroes and their dead comrades. The squad formed 
a military organisation in order to destroy all adversaries, 
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whether by physical elimination or by passive obedience imposed 
through humiliation. The squad also considered itself the armed 
militia of an integralist and intolerant national religion that 
fascism sought to impose on all Italians. In this sense, the totali- 
tarian nature of fascism was already present in the squads ... The 
mixture of politics and religion, the concept of politics as a lay 
religious experience, was not a fascist invention, but belongs to 
the history of nationalism after the French Revolution. The lay 
religion was, nevertheless, an integral factor in fascism mass poli- 
tics ... It might be said that the totalitarian State, by its very 
nature, had to assume the character of a lay religious institution, 
with rituals and symbols, totally enclosing man in his material 
and moral reality.” 


Two years later, on the occasion of a conference on Fascism and 
National Socialism, I tried to synthesise the results of my research in a 
definition of fascist regime that made use of the expression totalitarian 
Caesarism: 


a charismatic dictatorship of the Caesarist type integrated into an 
organisational structure built on conformity with the totalitarian 
myth, consciously adopted and concretely operating as a behav- 
ioural code and a point of reference for the action and the organ- 
isation of the State and the masses.” 


Totalitarian Caesarism was the institutional aspect of fascism as a 
modern and revolutionary phenomenon.” But its totalitarian nature, 
in my opinion, preceded the establishment of the regime because it 
originated before the seizure of power, in the matrix established by the 
Fascist National Party (PNF) that gave fascism its original characteris- 
tics of a ‘militia party’, something I highlighted in 1989, in the intro- 
duction to the first volume of the history of the Fascist National Party: 


Fascism’s totalitarian orientation emerged with the militia party 
during the first years of its formation, and consolidated the 
action of the movement and the regime. During its life as a 
regime the experiment was carried out on the uneven terrain of 
the historical and social situation that had been produced in Italy 
by the first phases of industrialisation and modernisation; it met 
with obstacles and resistance in the process of its realisation and 
ended in the catastrophe of the war. Nevertheless, recognising 
the failure of the totalitarian ambitions of fascism is no reason to 
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minimise or trivialise the seriousness and historical significance 
of this unique experiment in political dominion, as scholars have 
tended to do hitherto: for two decades Italy was transformed by 
the PNF into a huge laboratory that involved millions of men and 
women, whether they liked it or not, in an attempt to implement 
a myth of a totalitarian State in order to form a new race of Ital- 
ians schooled in fascist extremism, in the idolatry of the primacy 
of politics and in the cult of the will to power as the supreme 
ideal principle.” 


The concept of ‘totalitarianism’ seemed to me an analytical instrument 
useful not only for understanding the historical events of Italian 
Fascism, but also for the possibility of theoretically linking, in a way 
firmly based on historical reality, essential components in order to 
formulate a definition of fascism that would comprise its organisa- 
tional, cultural and institutional dimensions: 


1. A mass movement with a multi-class membership, but where the 
middle class is prevalent among rank and file and within the lead- 
ership, most of whose members are new to political activity; it is 
organised as a party-militia whose identity is not based on social 
hierarchy and class origins but rather on the feeling of comrade- 
ship, the sense of a shared mission of national regeneration; it 
considers itself in a state of war against political adversaries, and 
aims to achieve a monopoly of political power through terror, 
parliamentary tactics and compromise with ruling elites, so as to 
destroy parliamentary democracy and create a new regime. 

2. An ideology having an ‘anti-ideological’ and pragmatic character 
that proclaims itself anti-materialistic, anti-individualistic, anti- 
liberal, anti-democratic, anti-Marxist, populist and anti-capitalist 
in tendency; expresses itself aesthetically, more than theoretically, 
through a new political style and through the myths, rituals and 
symbols of a lay religion created for the cultural socialisation and 
integration of the masses, toward faith in the creation of a ‘new 
man’, 

3. Aculture based on mythical thought and a tragic and activist vision 
of life conceived as the embodiment of the will to power, on the 
myth of youth as the creative force of history, and on the milita- 
risation of politics as a life-model and a collective organisation. 

4. A totalitarian concept of the supremacy of politics as an integral 
experience in bringing about the totalitarian State, the fusion of 
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10. 


the individual and the masses into the organic and mystical unity 
of the nation as an ethnic and moral community by instituting 
discriminatory and persecutory measures against those viewed as 
being outside that community, either because they are enemies of 
the regime or because they are viewed as belonging to races that 
are considered as inferior, or in any case dangerous to the nation’s 
integrity. 

A public ethic based on total dedication to the national commu- 
nity, on discipline, virility, comradeship and the warrior spirit. 


. Asingle party whose mission it is to ensure the armed defence of 


the regime; to select the leadership cadre and organise the masses 
within the totalitarian State by involving them in a permanent 
mobilisation based on faith and emotions. 


. A police apparatus that prevents, checks and represses dissent and 


opposition, even through the use of organised terror. 

A political system that organised according to hierarchies of func- 
tions appointed from the top down, and crowned by the figure of 
the ‘Leader’, who is endowed with a charismatic and sacred 
nature who leads, orders and directs the activities of the party, the 
regime and the State. 


. A corporative organisation of the economy that eliminates the 


freedom of labour unions, broadens the sphere of State interven- 
tion seeking to create, according to technocratic- and solidarity- 
based principles, the collaboration among the ‘productive classes’ 
under the regime’s control, to reach its power-driven objectives 
while maintaining private property and divisions among social 
classes. 

A foreign policy inspired by the myth of power, national grandeur 
and the ‘new civilization’ having imperialistic expansion as its 
objective. 


Despite being subdivided into ten parts, this definition intends to 


highlight the logical - not merely chronological —- connection between 
the organisational, cultural and institutional dimensions of fascism, 
viewed as ‘one of the first experiments of totalitarian dominion under- 
taken in the modern age’, and as ‘a political religion aiming at realising 
in its institutions a new ‘sense of community’ on the basis of myth and 


faith, banishing the liberty of the individual and the masses’. 
The idea of the genetic connection between totalitarianism and the 


> 26 


‘sacralisation of politics’ was consolidated by a deeper understanding, 
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not just of its ideology, but also of the concrete political events of its 
history. The shift of attention from the ideological dimension to the 
ritual and symbolic dimension of fascism was stimulated and condi- 
tioned by the study of the mass politics enacted by both party and 
regime, where rites and symbols appeared fundamental elements of a 
culture based on mythic thought, and central to its policies in the 
realm of collective organisation and mobilisation.” The comparison of 
the phenomenon of Fascism’s ‘new politics’ with the ritual dimension 
of National Socialism analysed by Mosse in The Nationalisation of the 
Masses, was, for me, a stimulus to study in depth the peculiarity of the 
Italian case and its points of contrast with the German one. It is worth 
stressing that, even if my reflections on fascism as a political religion 
were influenced by the work of Mosse, who was the first in the new 
historiography to affirm that ‘fascism was a new religion’, it is not 
from his book on the nationalisation of the masses that my interest in 
the aesthetic, ritual and symbolic aspects of fascism derives.” More- 
over, it was while reading Mosse’s book that I became convinced of 
the differences between the Italian case and the German one, and, 
therefore, of the inapplicability of his interpretation of the nationali- 
sation of the masses to the experience of Italian Fascism: 


Even if some of the external and particular aspects of fascism — 
I observed while reviewing Mosse’s book in 1975 — corre- 
spond to the idea of the ‘new politics’, in reality, the essential 
conditions for the elaboration of a national liturgy were miss- 
ing. The only national political theology was the one elabo- 
rated by the tradition associated with Mazzini-Gioberti- 
Gentile, and this remained purely intellectual. Besides, Italy’s 
historical and social process did not bring about the elabora- 
tion of a widespread and shared national liturgy. The only 
one, which was hardly replaceable, was the Catholic liturgy. In 
the end, the lay religion of the nation was only the faith of 
few small groups. 


The difference between the various national traditions of Fascism 
and Nazism was the starting-point for my investigation of the political 
religion contained in Fascism, which naturally did not have the same 
background as Mosse had discovered in the case of Nazism. As I 
pointed out, in 1982, while studying the subject of Fascist religion, 
Fascism had to produce its own political cult mainly using its own 
resources: 
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Fascism invented its political cult by drawing on the traditions of 
Mazzinianism and socialism, the patriotic ceremonies of the 
Great War, the rites and the symbols of ‘combattentism’, of 
Futurism, of ‘arditism’ and of ‘Fiumanism’. We are speaking 
about invention” (but not about improvisation, considering the 
abundance of existing material which fascism could make use of) 
because the current state of our knowledge suggests that Fascism 
was unable to draw on a widespread lay tradition and national 
liturgy shared by millions of people, similar to the one to which 
George L. Mosse could trace the origins of the Nazi political cult. 
This explains the fragility of the Fascist political cult; the sense 
of the grotesque imposition of empty formulas that it stirred up 
in so many Italians; the widespread use of the rites and symbols 
of the Roman world; the predominance assumed, within the 
limits of new political cult, by a special cult of the Duce which 
ended up absorbing all the other components of the cult and of 
the Fascist political faith, including the nation and the State. The 
Fascist political cult, contrary to the Nazi political cult, was not 
the expression of an advanced process of the nationalisation of 
the masses, but an instrument to initiate this process. However, 
from such observations it would be wrong to arrive at the conclu- 
sion that the fascist political cult was a ridiculous expedient 
adopted artificially for propagandistic use and irrelevant to 
understanding the nature of fascism. As a matter of fact, the 
political cult, adopted or invented by fascism, was consistent 
with its totalitarian logic and with its image of man and the 
masses.”! 


I developed my analysis of the Fascist political cult in the course of 
the 1980s, along with my research into the history of the Fascist Party 
and regime, resulting in a later volume on the sacralisation of politics 
in Fascist Italy published in 1993,” the core argument of which was 
summarised in the article ‘Fascism as Political Religion’ in the Journal 
of Contemporary History in 1990. The introductory remarks of my 
interpretation of fascism as a political religion were the reconsidera- 
tion of the relation between secularisation and sacralisation in modern 
society. This postulated, instead of a progressive disappearance of the 
sacred, a constant process of the sacralisation of politics, in the sense 
that, as I wrote, ‘politics has assumed its own religious dimension ... 
which reached its highest point in the totalitarian movements of the 
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twentieth century’.*’ It is in the context of this process, and as one of 
its main manifestations in the twentieth century, that the problem of 
fascism as a political religion acquires its significance. In that sense it 
is beyond doubt that the ‘sacralisation of politics’ was a fundamental 
aspect of fascism from the very beginning, and became increasingly 
predominant in the course of its development as a political religion 
that ‘placed itself alongside traditional religion syncretically within its 
own sphere of values as an ally in the subjection of the mass to the 
State, although it did stress the primacy of politics’, because, ‘due to 
its totalitarian nature’ and ‘to its conception that politics constituted 
an all-consuming reality, fascism aimed at abolishing the boundaries 


between the religious and political spheres’. 


Criticism as Denigration and the Snare of Presumption 


My interpretation of fascism as a totalitarianism and a political reli- 
gion have been subject to various criticisms. I will limit myself to 
discussing here the negative criticism related not only to my interpre- 
tation, which in itself would be of a little importance, but also to the 
type which manifests a deep aversion to the very concepts of totalitar- 
ianism and political religion, as well as their application to the study 
of contemporary history. 

Criticism is fundamental for the progress of understanding. 
Renewing the historiography and interpretation of fascism would not 
have been possible without a solid criticism of the historiography and 
the more traditional interpretations. But not all criticism carries out a 
function that promotes progress in understanding. In fact, there is a 
form of criticism that might appropriately be called denigration 
because it aims simply at rejecting an interpretation without a cohesive 
line of argument or any supporting evidence. This is the only sense in 
which the repudiation of this ‘denigrating’ criticism is treated here, 
namely as a contribution to the reflections and the debate on fascism, 
as well as on totalitarianism and on political religion. I believe it is 
worth examining the validity of this sort of negative criticism in order 
to clarify the terms and problems under discussion, even when they are 
born simply of a hostile prejudice against any approach to fascism that 
takes issue with its representation as an ‘historical negativity’, an argu- 
ment that can even be taken to the point of claiming that the interpre- 
tation of fascism as a totalitarianism and a political religion is part of 
a devious manoeuvre to rehabilitate fascism. 
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In fact, it was ‘denigrating’ criticism that my interpretation 
initially attracted. The first critique of this kind was published 30 
years ago, although since then the scholar in question has made 
amends in a spirit of good faith, claiming to have misunderstood the 
sense of my historiographical work, and recognising the contribution 
that my interpretation of Italian Fascism as totalitarianism has made 
to scholarly research.” Twenty years later, the accusation was 
repeated by those who wanted solely to denigrate my interpretation, 
defining it as ‘anti-anti-Fascist’.** This accuser seems to assume he is 
the sole guardian and authorised interpreter of an authentically anti- 
Fascist interpretation of Fascism. In reality, the accusation of ‘anti- 
anti-Fascism’ levelled at my interpretation reveals a quadruple igno- 
rance: of anti-Fascism, of Fascism, of the current Italian anti-Fascist 
historiography, and, finally, of my interpretation of Fascism itself. In 
fact, this interpretation, as anyone who has actually read my writings 
and has a real, not rhetorical, knowledge of the anti-Fascist tradition, 
was elaborated in the wake of the interpretations of such anti-Fascists 
as Luigi Salvatorelli, Giovanni Amendola, Luigi Sturzo and Lelio 
Basso. Each of these were the first to sense and analyse the newness 
of the fascist phenomenon as an original experiment in political 
dominion, acted out by a party organised along military lines, which 
had conquered a monopoly of political power and was aiming to 
impose its ideology as a lay religion. It was these anti-Fascist scholars 
who first invented and spread the concept of totalitarianism, to 
which other anti-Fascist scholars added the concept of political reli- 
gion, considering them to be two sides of the same coin.” Also, in the 
current historiography my interpretation of Fascism has obtained the 
critical approval of many scholars belonging to the Marxist or Marx- 
ist-oriented tendency. One of the most weighty exponents of this 
trend, Giampiero Carocci, in a 1993 review of my book II culto del 
littorio, declared that he agreed with my thesis that an ‘essential 
aspect of the totalitarian State is its tendency to sacralise politics, to 
make of it one of the numerous lay religions which, as it is the case of 
nationalism, characterise modern society’. Thus, Carocci recognised 
the importance of the central issues, going on to stress that the book 
filled an important gap in existing scholarship: “The sources we 
consulted largely confirm the existence of a Fascist religion, of a “cult 
of the Lictor”, as the fundamental instrument to achieve the goal of 
making the masses participate in what was or seemed to be the life of 


the nation’.* 


348 TOTALITARIAN MOVEMENTS AND POLITICAL RELIGIONS 


To define my interpretation of Fascism as ‘anti-anti-Fascist’ 
appears yet more paradoxical, even ridiculous, if we consider that it 
has been mostly opposed by right-wing thinkers who affirm that 
Fascism was just an authoritarian regime that never became totalitar- 
ian.” The denial of the totalitarian character of Fascism, a view 
expounded mostly by right-wing thinkers, whether neo-Fascist or 
post-Fascist, is the most explicit expression of a more general tendency 
that I have called ‘the de-fascistisation of Fascism’. This recently 
resulted in their affirmation that the Fascist regime was a benevolent 
dictatorship which degenerated only when the alliance with National 
Socialism infected Italian Fascism with the virus of antisemitism and 
racism. In the various attacks on my interpretation of Fascism, those 
who assert that Fascism was not totalitarian, nor even a political reli- 
gion, without proper supporting evidence, have regularly made use of 
De Felice’s work to do so, frequently citing him out of context in the 
process. One of these critics wrote that the ‘first and the most author- 
itative of the critics of Gentile’s interpretation could be considered his 
master Renzo De Felice’. In making observations of this kind, the 
critic’s ignorance shows that they have fallen into what might be called 
the ‘snare of presumption’, making a partial and distorted use of 
sources with whom they were not remotely familiar.” 

My interpretation of fascism as a political religion has also been 
subject to denigrating criticism of this nature both by some of those 
who do not deny the importance of studying the ritual and symbolic 
aspects of fascism in principle,’ and those who consider these aspects 
simply irrelevant, and even believe that it is ‘ridiculous’ to study 
fascism as a totalitarian movement let alone a political religion.“ To 
those just mentioned, we may add critics who categorically reject the 
possibility of applying the concept of religion to fascism. They either 
affirm that my interpretation of fascism as a political religion is a prod- 
uct of my ignorance of what religion is,” or accuse me of mistaking a 
metaphor (‘fascism is a religion’) for reality.“ It is easy to show, 
though, that these critics are victims of their own sense of self-impor- 
tance, because it is evident from their arguments that they have made 
no attempt to investigate the themes and problems that they claim to 
address. For instance, when I am accused of not knowing what religion 
is, such critics ignore the fact that among the first and most important 
observers of fascism as a political religion were a number of Catholic 
and Protestant theologians, both lay and religious, with at least one 
pontiff among them. The fact that members of the clergy and experts 
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in religion like Luigi Sturzo, Paul Tillich, Jacques Maritain, Arthur 
Keller and Pius XI all shared my ignorance in what religion is —- more- 
over, transmitted their ignorance to me, for it was also their reflections 
on fascism as a secular religion that helped convince me to study this 
problem — is not only a personal consolation, but it raises a historical 
problem of great seriousness, of which religious scholars themselves 
are certainly aware. It is not by chance that my studies of fascism as a 
political religion, and of the ‘religion of politics’ in general, aroused 
particular interest and frequent approval among Catholic scholars.” 
We may well banish the definition of fascism as a political religion: but 
the problem of the sacralisation of politics would still remain; a prob- 
lem which a serious historian cannot avoid taking seriously, which 
involves investigating the nature of a political phenomenon which, by 
its use of religious ‘metaphors’, inspired genuine faith and enthusiasm, 
while at the same time sowing the seeds of anxiety and terror. To study 
this problem it is necessary in the first instance to study those who 
produced it; that is, those who were the creators of political religions, 
by what means they elaborated their ideas and how they institutiona- 
lised these religions and put them into practice, investing an enormous 
amount of energy, money, and constant effort, to turn them into the 
generators of adoration and instruments of death. 

As I wrote in the closing part of my research on fascism as political 
religion, I think this problem should be treated as the one to be studied 
as the premise to understanding the process of the sacralisation of poli- 
tics typical of fascism, and prior to examining other aspects of the same 
phenomenon, such as its penetration of and effects on the populace: 


Once in power, fascism instituted a lay religion by sacralising the 
State and spreading a political cult of the masses that aimed at 
creating a virile and virtuous citizenry, dedicated body and soul 
to the nation. In the enterprise of spreading its doctrine and 
arousing the masses to faith in its dogmas, obedience to its 
commandments, and the assimilation of its ethics and its life-style, 
fascism spent a considerable capital of energy, diverting those 
energies from other fields that might perhaps have been more 
important for the interests both of the regime and of the people. 
A commitment to the organisation of mass rituals that persisted 
with obsessive determination for two decades, even when the 
foundations of the regime were crumbling as a result of defeat in 
war, is already and of itself a subject worthy of reflection.“ 
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This does not mean that we can avoid studying the effect produced by 
the fascist political religion — and more generally, by the totalitarian 
experiment — on the life and conscience of the people who were 
involved, but that we are dealing with a problem which poses consid- 
erable methodological difficulties, as I noted in 1988, when dealing 
with problem of support for the fascist regime: 


We are facing one of the most complex and controversial prob- 
lems of Fascism: it is difficult to evaluate, because of the lack of 
specific analysis and of the fluidity of the phenomenon itself, 
what amounts to ‘consensus’ in a totalitarian regime, that goes 
beyond carrying the party card. Any generalisation would be 
misleading. To exclude the presence of ‘consensus’ would be as 
unrealistic and illusory as to presume a lasting and uniform 
general support. The analysis of ‘consensus’ should necessarily be 
divided into different segments, sorted by social condition, place, 
time, sex, age, and then go on to look at the individual motiva- 
tions and main sources of this ‘consensus’ (the myth of Musso- 
lini, the image of fascism, the actions of the party, etc.). In the 
case of the party we have pointed out some of the aspects of 
‘consensus’ that, with different levels of intensity, were obtained 
through the monopoly of political activity and the institutionali- 
sation of political professionalism, charity work, entertainment 
for the masses, and the organisation and mobilisation of youth. 
However, speaking generally about the relationship between the 
party and the populace, we must point out that at the end of the 
1930s there were many symptoms of growing negative reactions, 
provoked by party policies, and the more intrusive and oppres- 
sive its obsession with organising and mobilising became.” 


The problem posed by a totalitarian experiment on the general popu- 
lation is of such dimension and complexity that it cannot be solved by 
mere representations of public opinion, which are often nothing but 
generalisations taken from limited and questionable sources, carried 
out with questionable methods, and in many cases inspired by a sort 
of ‘historiographical populism’ representing the personal opinion of 
the author, yet reflected in the opinion of an imaginary people, as a 
genuine expression of public opinion. 

I do not believe that criticism of the nature cited above can 
detract from the relevance of totalitarianism and political religion to 
the understanding of fascism. Nor can it in any way contribute to a 
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clarification of the basic issues involved, for it is a form of criticism 
which, as I have shown with numerous examples, is not able to 
employ any arguments other than caricature or misrepresentation, 
and does not provide any rational critique. The intellectual vulgarity 
and crudeness of the insinuations that often accompany such criti- 
cism are aimed at the personality of the scholar, rather than at his or 
her work, and perhaps do not even deserve to be commented on, 
corrected or refuted. Time is a resource consumed rapidly and noto- 
riously difficult to manage. It is thus extremely precious, and must 
be preserved for more serious tasks. Having said this, it was neces- 
sary to cite specific examples of this retrograde type of criticism in 
order to highlight both its dubious scientific reliability and question- 
able intellectual integrity. Once its lack of substance is recognised it 
is easier to ignore when encountered again, thus sparing time for 
reflecting upon more serious questions. 


Final Clarifications and Explanations on the Subject of 
Totalitarianism 


Adopting the concept of totalitarianism in defining fascism was a theo- 
retical choice fully consistent with the results of my research into the 
history of Fascist culture, party and regime, as well as with the history 
of this concept, its origin and development. As I have already noted, 
my interpretation of totalitarianism owes much to those scholars who 
directly experienced life under totalitarian regimes and political reli- 
gions, and became victims of them. They were the first to start elabo- 
rating this concept, almost always linking it to the concept of political 
religion.” 

In my interpretation of the totalitarian phenomenon, I clarified 
some fundamental points which I believe necessary to stress here, for 
they could help to set the limits in which I consider the concept of 
totalitarianism a valid analytical instrument, both for the study of 
international fascism and the study of other contemporary political 
phenomena, though without making it the exclusive key to interpreta- 
tion: 


1. The use of the concept of totalitarianism in the comparative anal- 
ysis of single-party political systems created by revolutionary 
movements does not imply the shared identity of these systems as 
if they were the branches of the same tree. 
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2. 


Totalitarianism, as an experiment in political dominion, does not 
result from the contingent degeneration or radicalisation of dicta- 
torial power, or from the will of a single individual. Instead, it orig- 
inates from a revolutionary party with an extremist and 
palingenetic ideology, craving a monopoly of power in order to 
conquer society and transform it according to its conception of 
man and politics. 

Defining fascism as totalitarianism is not the same as stating that it 
actually accomplished what it meant by ‘totalitarian’, nor of stating 
that Fascism was totalitarian in the same way as Bolshevism and 
National Socialism. 

The concept of totalitarianism understood as an experiment of 
political dominion does not refer to any ‘perfect’ and ‘completed’ 
totalitarianism in any of its forms. It refers, instead, to a process 
which by its nature can never be considered ‘perfect’ or 
‘completed’. 


In reference to the last point, which in my opinion is the most 


important for clarifying the concept of totalitarianism and its applica- 
tion in the study of contemporary history, I cannot but reassert what I 
wrote in a 1986 article: 


In an historical sense, it can be observed that totalitarianism is 
always a process and not a complete and definitive form, assum- 
ing that connections between institutions and ideology are taken 
into consideration. The totalitarian integration of society into 
the State or the party could never be definitive, but would have 
to be renewed year after year. A complete totalitarian integration 
would be, paradoxically, the complete realisation of Rousseau’s 
democratic ideal. All totalitarian regimes are therefore ‘imper- 
fect’ with respect to their ideal of integration; during their exist- 
ence they all come up against various limits and ‘islands of 
separation’. Historically, one can observe that, even during the 
lives of those totalitarian regimes which have asserted the 
supremacy of the party, a ‘personalisation’ of power has 
occurred, leading to the political liquidation of the party as a 
centre in the formulation of choices and decisions, as these 
become the privilege of the leader. It is, however, precisely the 
existence of the single party and mass mobilisation which does 
not allow this ‘personalisation’ of the fascist regime to be brack- 
eted with traditional personal dictatorships. To reduce Fascism 
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to ‘Mussolinism’ is to trivialise the problem of the ‘Leader’ in the 
totalitarian system. It not only overlooks the existence and 
behaviour of the organisation, but also does not take into consid- 
eration the fact that without the Fascist organisation, the myth of 
the Duce and the figure himself would have been incomprehen- 
sible. Finally, without going into the merits of the debate on the 
theoretical placing of Italian Fascism within the models of total- 
itarianism elaborated by the social sciences, one can note that 
there has been a Fascist conception of totalitarianism, and this 
cannot be overlooked. Once one attributes a ‘totalitarian 
tendency’ to Fascism, which distinguishes it from traditional 
authoritarian regimes, one then has to study how this tendency 
originated, how it was formed in reality, and how it operated to 
modify reality, conditioning the lives of millions of men and 
women in the process. The failure of fascist totalitarianism is not 
a proof of its non-existence. The gap between myth and achieve- 
ment is not an argument against the importance of myths in the 
politics of Fascism, nor against its conception and mode of 
organisation of the masses.” 


Fascism was the ‘Italian way to totalitarianism’. Fascist totalitarianism 
represented a reality in a continuous process of construction which 
unfolded progressively, taking shape in political culture, education 
and in the lifestyle of the Fascist regime by means of a complex rela- 
tionship between the ideology, party and regime which, despite 
contrasts and contradictions, shows the constant presence of a totali- 
tarian logic peculiar to Fascism, present in both the ideology and the 
political actions of the Fascist movement/regime. Obviously, the 
Fascist totalitarian experiment in the course of its implementation 
encountered numerous obstacles in society: for example, in the appa- 
ratus of the old State, and in the Church. Nevertheless, more recent 
research on these aspects — which I am going to treat widely in a forth- 
coming article — has confirmed the validity of the interpretation of 
Fascism as the ‘Italian way to totalitarianism’, demonstrating how, in 
the course of its totalitarian experiment, Fascism actually attainted 
numerous results, so that on the eve of the Second World War, the 
regime was certainty much more totalitarian than at the end of the 
1920s: no opposition within the country seriously threatened the 
stability and the functioning of the totalitarian laboratory. We should 
also remember that the end of the Fascist regime was determined by 
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military defeat, not by the monarchy, the Church or popular opposi- 
tion. 

We could certainly agree with those who assert that in Italy fascism 
did not achieve the condition of a ‘perfect’ and ‘completed’ totalitari- 
anism. But I doubt if there exists any possibility of solving the problem 
posed by Renato Moro; that is, of identifying ‘what this missing total- 
itarian component of the regime actually was’,* because such a prob- 
lem, from an historical point of view, does not even arise. If it did, it 
should be raised in connection with all totalitarianisms, because in the 
reality of human history, where nothing is perfect, totalitarian regimes 
are also doomed by their own dynamic and experimental nature to fail 
to attain complete perfection. Even regimes considered entirely total- 
itarian, upon closer examination turned out to be imperfect, not only 
in relation to various theoretical models elaborated by scholars, but 
also in relation to their totalitarian projects, to the different phases of 
development of their experiment, as well as to the different historical 
and social situations in which these regimes were set.” However, as 
Luciano Zani has argued, even 


if, for the sake of argument, it was possible to affirm the accom- 
plishment of a complete and integral totalitarianism on the part 
of Italian Fascism, there would be substantial elements of 
contrast not only between Italian Fascism and Stalinism, but also 
between the various forms of fascism as well, whose common 
totalitarian conception was not a guarantee of a lasting reciprocal 
accord and coexistence.** 


The usefulness of interpreting Fascism as the ‘Italian way to 
totalitarianism’ — which, it should be said again, refers not only to 
the ideology, but also to the policy of the party and the regime — has 
been continuously confirmed by the research of scholars who explic- 
itly apply it, or reflect it indirectly in their arguments. It is impor- 
tant to mention that Juan Linz, a major authority on these matters 
in political science, although preferring the term ‘failed totalitarian- 
ism’ instead of ‘interrupted totalitarianism’ in the context of the 
Fascist regime, has recently declared: ‘It was Gentile who managed 
to convince me to accept his point of view, according to which 
Fascism not only had a totalitarian potential, but was evolving 
towards a totalitarian regime, especially in the Thirties’; while Stan- 
ley Payne, who also has been sceptical about the totalitarian charac- 
ter of the Fascist regime, writes that the author of La via italiana al 
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totalitarismo ‘presents an impressive amount of evidence to bolster 
his conclusion that during the second half of the 1930s the Italian 
regime was undergoing a process of totalitarianisation, even though 
that process was not institutionally complete by the time of Musso- 
lini’s downfall in 1943’. 

In addition, I believe that the formula I propose, which presents the 
concept of totalitarianism as an experiment and not only as a regime, 
is also effective in interpreting the ‘fascist phenomenon’. That is, it 
permits us to analyse ideas and behavioural types, the dialectics 
between myth and the organisation of other nationalistic and revolu- 
tionary movements, which in the period between the two world wars 
had characteristics similar to Fascism, because they used the latter as a 
model in organisation and style, claiming not only to save the nation 
from Bolshevism or to protect the interests of the bourgeoisie, but to 
conquer power in order to regenerate the nation and to lead it to a 
new age of grandeur and power. Those movements shared or imitated 
the concepts, institutions, motives and behaviour typical of the Fascist 
synthesis: they opposed rationalism, egalitarianism and the progres- 
sive conception of democratic and socialistic ideologies; they 
disdained the individualism of liberal, middle-class society and parlia- 
mentary democracy; they exalted the cult of the ‘Leader’ and the role 
of those active minorities who were able to mobilise and mould the 
masses; they proposed a ‘Third Way’ between capitalism and commu- 
nism that was nationalist, totalitarian and corporative, with the objec- 
tive of creating a new order and a new civilisation. This would be 
based upon the militarisation and sacralisation of politics, on organi- 
sation and mobilisation of the integrated masses, by means of the 
organisation of the State, into an organic community of a regenerated 
nation, which would be ideologically and ethnically homogeneous. 
Apart from the differences, quite profound sometimes, in ideological 
content and the aims they pursued, what those movements had in 
common with Fascism was political mysticism, revolutionary dyna- 
mism, and an ideological extremism founded on the myth of the 
nation sacralised as a supreme collective entity, destined to be united 
and homogeneous, and organised into a state of permanent mobilisa- 
tion in order to affirm its grandeur, its might and its prestige in the 
world. All those movements hated and fought against parliamentary 
democracy in the name of the democracy of the national community, 
and dreamt of achieving a ‘collective harmony’, as Mussolini called it, 
through the organisation of a new State conceived as the expression of 
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a people’s community and the concept of the ‘new man’. Therefore, 
all those movements can be defined as totalitarian, in the sense that all 
of them were, as Griffin puts it, ‘political or social movements driven 
by a palingenetic vision of the new man which, if implemented, would 
have created a totalitarian regime’. From this point of view — as 
Alessandro Campi argues when referring to my interpretation — 
among the elements which identify the fascist phenomenon, ‘there is 
totalitarianism which cannot be understood only as a regime or a polit- 
ical system (which probably, in the course of history, has never 
appeared in the complete and perfect form), but also as a general 
political goal, as a cultural pattern, as a forma mentis, as a complete 
political idea’. 


... and on the Subject of Political Religion 


Palingenetic myth, the factor that Roger Griffin makes central to his 
ideal type of fascism, is a crucial element corroborating the totalitarian 
nature of fascism. It is significant in order to understand the connec- 
tion between totalitarianism and political religion, because it is a key 
ideological factor behind the drive to secure a total monopoly of 
power. Only a monopoly of power, through the subordination of soci- 
ety to the State and the organisation and control of the masses, allows 
the regime to act out an anthropological revolution in order to create 
a new man and a new civilisation. Palingenetic myth, which already 
contains a religious matrix and is deeply imbued with religious mean- 
ing, contributes by conferring upon fascism the characteristics typical 
of a political religion with a strong and markedly modern messianic 
(but not necessarily millenarian) component, because it derives, not 
from the revival of pre-modern traditions, but from an apocalyptic 
interpretation of modernity assigning the mission of regeneration to 
politics.” 

As to the use of the concept of political religion in the analysis of 
fascism and totalitarianism, it is necessary to address the more impor- 
tant problems — above all theoretical and methodological ones — raised 
by some critics of my definition of fascism as a form of sacralisation of 
politics, especially with respect to the role and concept of political reli- 
gion for a general interpretation of fascism. Some of this criticism, 
primarily of my book on the sacralisation of politics in Italy, seems to 
derive from a misunderstanding of my interpretation which is based 
solely on a reading of this book, as if I had not written on other aspects 


FASCISM, TOTALITARIANISM AND POLITICAL RELIGION 357 


of the Fascist experience, such as the political, organisational and insti- 
tutional — without taking into consideration my basic definition of 
fascism, expressed in the terms of dimensions complementary to 
fascist organisations, culture and institutions which I formulated as 
long ago as 1990. For instance, this is the case of Simonetta Falasca- 
Zamponi, who, while accepting the validity of my approach to fascism 
as a political religion, affirms that ‘the analytical category of “politics 
as religion” does not exhaustively convey the nature of Italian Fascism, 
its peculiar cultural content’, because ‘references to “lay religion” 
alone cannot explicate Fascism’s unique turn, its original totalitarian 
culture’. As a matter of fact, I have never written (nor thought) that 
the category of ‘political religion’ is the only key to the interpretation 
of fascism. Above all, I hardly think it reasonable to accuse me, as 
Falasca-Zamponi does, of not having taken into consideration in my 
studies the ‘original totalitarian culture’, which, on the contrary, since 
the very beginning has played a central role in all my research on 
fascism, as, in fact, Robert Gordon recognised in his observation: 
‘Gentile’s approach amounts to nothing less than a redefinition of the 
totalitarian project.” 

Similarly, I believe that it is a remarkable misunderstanding to 
consider my approach to fascism as a political religion as an exclu- 
sively ‘culturalistic’ approach, similar to one which studies fascism as 
the ‘aestheticisation of politics’. Claudio Fogu, in a review of my book 
on the religion of Fascism, remarked: ‘Gentile shies away from engag- 
ing in any dialogue with either Walter Benjamin’s famous thesis or 
with the more recent literature on fascist modernism’.® Indeed, in my 
book neither Benjamin’s thesis nor the literature on fascist modernism 
is mentioned. This absence, though, was based on a choice, so as to 
avoid any possible confusion between the problem of the ‘sacralisation 
of politics’ and the ‘aestheticisation of politics’. In my opinion, these 
are two substantially different problems, even if they overlap in the 
study of rites and symbols. By a curious coincidence, Fogu’s review of 
my book was published in the issue of a magazine that also included 
an article of mine where I explicitly criticised the ‘culturalistic’ 
approach, and the use of Benjamin’s thesis in the literature on fascist 
modernism: 


Fascist modernism has been especially studied by literary critics 
and historians of art, sometimes with notable results, often draw- 
ing upon Fascism as ‘the aestheticisation of politics’ which 
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Benjamin proposed. Yet however suggestive this interpretation, 
it can also be misleading if it obscures fascism’s other important 
feature, its ‘politicisation of aesthetics’, which not only inspired 
fascism’s attitude toward avant-garde culture, but lay at the very 
origin of the encounter between futurism and fascism and of the 
participation of many Modernist intellectuals in fascism. Such 
caution might seem excessive, but it is also necessary if we are to 
avoid letting emphasis on ‘the aestheticisation of politics’ lead to 
a kind of ‘aestheticisation’ of fascism itself, privileging its liter- 
ary, aesthetic, and symbolic aspects while losing sight of motiva- 
tions and matrices that are essentially political in nature. To do 
so risks trivialising the fundamentally political nature of fascism, 
its culture, its ideology, and its symbolic universe. Even when 
studying strictly aesthetic manifestations of fascism, such as its 
political style, its liturgy for the masses, or its copious symbolic 
production, all of them characteristic and essential elements in 
the fascist mode of doing politics, it is important not to lose sight 
of the political dimension of fascist culture.” 


In my interpretation, the phenomenon of the sacralisation of politics 
is not to be equated with the ‘aesthetisation of politics’, nor with the 
‘new politics’ theorised by George Mosse in his study of political 
symbolism in the nationalisation of the German masses. A gross error 
is made by those critics who consider my interpretation of fascist reli- 
gion to be a mechanical derivation, or an application of Mosse’s 
approach to the theme of the ‘new politics’, which is different from my 
approach in both the method and the treated themes, as I have 
explained above. In fact, it is not by chance that Mosse’s analysis is 
based on the concept of the ‘aesthetics of politics’, while mine avails 
itself of the concept of the ‘sacralisation of politics’. Nor is this differ- 
ence merely terminological. As Renato Moro observed in a 1995 
critique of my book on the sacralisation of politics in Italy, my inquiry 
went ‘in some respects further than the idea of the German-American 
historian’ because of the central position given to the categories of 
‘myth, theology and political religion’. Moro added that the centrality 
of the sacralisation of politics to my analysis of fascism leads to ‘a 
pronounced emphasis on the “theological aspects” of fascist culture 
and its “religious anthropology”’, which goes 


considerably beyond what Mosse asserted concerning its ‘liturgi- 
cal’ and ‘aesthetic’ ones ... And it is perhaps no coincidence that, 
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with the exception of the deep difference between the two 
subjects of study under examination, Mosse’s work focuses 
primarily on aesthetic theories and tastes, theatrical experiments, 
popular festivals and celebrations, gymnastic and choral associa- 
tions (even widely read novels), while Gentile’s rotates 
constantly around, and ever more closely to, political culture and 
its theoreticians.® 


More recently, Roger Griffin has noticed the difference between 
Mosse’s and my approach: ‘Gentile seems to have also arrived at his 
view of fascism as an attempt to sacralise the state largely indepen- 
dently of Mosse’. 

I think that these comments fully clarify the substantial difference 
between my approach and the ‘culturalistic’? one, which are often 
confused with one another, as if my interpretation of fascism was 
confined exclusively to the book on the sacralisation of politics, or was 
restricted merely to the ideological and cultural dimensions and to the 
use of the category of ‘political religion’.® In my first study on fascist 
ideology in 1974, I expressed my basic convictions on this subject and, 
in the course of time, have never altered: 


In our narrative we, naturally, have never thought of explaining 
fascism by making use of its own ideology, even if we consider it 
one of the elements, and by no means the least important, in the 
consensus that it won in Italy and abroad. However, history 
never gives a single answer to questions posed by those who want 
to understand the past. Therefore, within the limits of our 
research, we have only tried to reconstruct one of many ‘threads’ 
that constituted the fascist phenomenon.” 


In the same way, a quarter of a century later, I clarified and specified 
the limits within which I believe the concept of political religion can 
be legitimately employed, avoiding a general and indiscriminate use of 
it. In particular, I have stated clearly and unambiguously that the cate- 
gory of political religion does not resolve the problem of fascism, nor 
the totalitarian phenomenon of which it is a component. 


It should be pointed out, even if it seems obvious, that viewing a 
political movement as a secular religion does not necessarily 
suggest that this constitutes the only explanation of its nature and 
historical significance. Political religion is one element of totali- 
tarianism, not the principal element and not even the most 
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important in defining its essence. It might be remembered that 
within the term ‘political religion’ it is the word ‘political’ that 
has dominated history, and should, therefore, prevail in historio- 
graphical and theoretical analysis. Drawing attention to the char- 
acteristics of totalitarianism as political religion does not signify 
that one will find the key to understanding the nature of totali- 
tarianism in the sacralisation of politics. This remains a wholly 
open question.” 


The superficiality of the ‘reductionist’ criticism of my interpretation of 
fascism asa political religion is thrown into relief by those who, although 
expressing some reservations on the very concept of religion applied 
to fascism, as Robert Gordon does, nevertheless recognise that my work 
‘combines a close and shrewd attention to contemporary archive sources 
with a keen originality of analysis alert to cultural history and histories 
of attitude and mentality as much as to political and institutional 
history’. Equally clear is the explanation given by Sergio Luzzatto, who 
distinguished my approach from the regrettable preoccupation with the 
‘aestheticisation of fascism’ which prevails among the scholars of the 
‘culturalistic’ trend, noticing that ‘the dedication and high quality of 
Gentile’s previous research (particularly into the ideological origins of 
fascism and the internal history of the PNF), prevented the author from 
falling into a trap of “culturalism” as an end in itself, the tendency to 
see fascism as a creation of rhetoric and fancy’. 

My criticism of the ‘culturalistic’ approach does not entail criticism 
of the cultural history of fascism, which, when pursued seriously, has 
showed itself to be highly productive, delivering insights which extend 
beyond the cultural dimension because they are also relevant to an 
understanding of fascism’s organisational and institutional dimensions. 
Instead, it is more accurate to speak of the ‘anthropological-cultural’ 
approach, as far as my analysis of fascism as a political religion is 
concerned, as Giampiero Carocci has recognised in his review on my 
study of the ‘cult of the Lictor’: 


Gentile in this book does not write as a scholar of political history, 
nor of the history of ideas, but as a scholar of anthropological 
history. The task he sets himself is not to establish if certain acts 
are or are not congruous to rationality, but to establish to what 
extent they are congruous to the satisfaction of some human needs, 
such as security and certainty, needs whose roots go deep into the 
world of emotions, without touching the sphere of reason.” 
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Another important series of explanations and clarifications 
concerns the use of the term ‘religion’ in the definition of fascism. The 
return of the concept of political religion in the interpretation of 
fascism, when I re-proposed it at the beginning of the 1990s, initially 
met with a certain scepticism, not because of any preconceived hostil- 
ity toward this type of analysis, but due to a certain confusion about 
the best way to understand the concept of political religion. Griffin, 
for instance, at first criticised my approach to the study of fascism as a 
secular religion, putting it alongside the work of other scholars like 
Eric Voegelin — who applied to the study of National Socialism such 
concepts as ‘millenarianism’, ‘chiliasm’ and ‘eschatology’ — consider- 
ing it an ‘abuse of religious concepts’. The title of the paragraph where 
this criticism was expounded left little doubts about Griffin’s views: 
‘Fascism as a Political Ideology, not a Political Religion’.”” Now, I do 
not think that the concepts of political ideology and political religion 
are either antagonistic or exclusive of one other. For example, one 
need not be a Marxist to solve the presumed antagonism between the 
two concepts, recognising that religion is, or can become, a political 
ideology. The history of the two last centuries witnessed frequent 
manifestations of the political ideologisation of religion in all the reac- 
tionary, conservative or democratic movements of Christian or Cath- 
olic inspiration in Western Europe, as well as in revolutionary 
nationalistic movements of the fascist kind, such as the Falange or the 
Iron Guard. Such movements, in my opinion, may already be placed 
within the dimension of sacralised politics, notwithstanding their exal- 
tation of Catholic or Orthodox Christianity, because their ideology 
makes the sacralisation of the nation and the State evident, even if 
through a strongly politicised version of a traditional religion. In turn, 
movements like the Iron Guard assume, in reality, the character of a 
political religion in that they become the main factor of legitimation 
for the sacralisation of the nation, and for the nationalisation of 
Orthodox Christianity itself, with the exaltation of the ‘Romanian 
God’ or by claiming that ‘God is a fascist!’, a slogan shouted by the 
Legionary journalist I.P. Prundeni, which, as Radu Ioanid writes, 
‘succinctly captures the place of mysticism as a distinctive quality of 
Romanian fascism’.” Here, as Lucretiu Patrascanu observes, ‘The 
incorporation and subordination of Orthodoxy to political ends 
pursued by the Legionary movement are more specific to the Iron 
Guard than the recognition of a Christian spirituality as a behavioural 
norm or a source of ethical and social directives’. The Romanian case 
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is a clear example of my theory about the syncretic symbiosis between 
political religion and traditional religion. The same problem occurs in 
the case of National Socialism’s relationship with Christianity, where 
the main factor is the sacralisation of politics. It can also be seen in the 
various attempts at conciliation between National Socialism and 
Christianity, represented by the ‘Aryanisation’ of Christ and by his 
consequent ‘Germanisation’ and ‘Nazification’, as many Christian 
theologians, such as Nathaniel Micklem, warned: 


National Socialism is a movement militant for a new Weltanscha- 
uung or philosophy not derived from Christianity; it is prepared 
to tolerate only such Christianity as will march in step with the 
philosophy of Blood and Race and Soil. What Christianity is of 
this kind, and is it aptly described as ‘positive’? ... Any type of 
religion that is prepared to affirm without qualification the ideals 
and principles of National Socialism is positive ... It may be politic 
in public to represent National Socialism as Christianity in action 
and to declare that the State has no intention of setting up a new 
Church to replace the old, but the real implication of National 
Socialism for religion become plain in these official and explicit 
directions. National Socialism is a new and intolerant religion.” 


In the case of Italian Fascism, there were Fascist Catholics and Catho- 
lic Fascists who, in good faith, did not see any antagonism between 
Fascism and Catholicism, although it is not a sufficient proof to argue 
that Fascism was essentially Catholic and that its Catholicism was an 
impediment to its totalitarianism.” To refute this argument, first of all, 
there was an awareness among the highest ecclesiastical and theologi- 
cal authorities of the Catholic Church, starting with Pope Pius XI, of 
an incompatibility between Catholic doctrine and Fascist statolatry, 
which was openly condemned by the Pontiff. We must add to this 
theoretical condemnation the growing preoccupation with the 
concrete measures taken by the fascist totalitarian system, which 
constantly tried to ‘privatise’ the Catholic faith, using it publicly only 
to boost its process of absorption into the fascist regime so as to 
become a ‘fascistised’ Catholicism, exalted essentially and exclusively 
as an heir to the Roman universal tradition and a manifestation of the 
genius of the Italian race. Under these aspects, the problem of the 
‘syncretic’ relationship between political religion and traditional reli- 
gion, in the terms in which I expressed it in my definition of political 
religion, is a subject requiring deeper research and reflection.” 
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Nor do I believe it a convincing argument to justify renouncing the 
concept of political religion to observe that all the ideologies propose 
an interpretation of the meaning and the final goal of human exist- 
ence, and all of them have a mythic core and use symbols and rites. 
Indeed, it is true that all political ideologies contain mythical, ritual 
and symbolic aspects. It is also true that not all of them avoid institu- 
tionalising themselves as a religion and acting accordingly. Benedetto 
Croce asserted that liberalism was a modern religion, even while deny- 
ing that fascism was the same. Still, his conception of politics did not 
embrace the deployment of rites and myths that belonged, in his opin- 
ion, to the traditional, not to modern forms of religion. Nevertheless, 
the fact that some political ideologies, such as fascism itself, visibly 
emphasise mythic thought, symbolic expression and ritual devotion, is 
to be seen as a reality specific to its political ideology, which distin- 
guishes it clearly from other movements, such as, for instance, parties 
inspired by Christianity, which did not have an exclusively rationalis- 
tic ideology and belonged to the traditions dominated by the faith, the 
rite and the symbol. After all, the difference between Mussolini and 
Luigi Sturzo, between the Fascist Party and the Popular Party, is repre- 
sented also by a profound and essential diversity in the political style, 
in their use of rites and symbols, in the attitude toward the Church and 
Catholicism, and in the behaviour toward adversaries, a fact we have 
to take into consideration when we place them in a common category 
of political ideology. 

Political religion is certainly an ideology, but, we could say, an 
ideology with an extra ingredient, which makes it qualitatively differ- 
ent from other political ideologies. It was this ‘extra ingredient’, 
present in Fascism or Bolshevism, that induced some observers of 
these movements to compare them with phenomena of a religious 
kind, and to adopt the concept of political religion, since they did not 
believe the traditional concept of ideology was appropriate. And their 
use of the concept of religion, in this case, as I have already specified, 
was not at all metaphoric, nor was it such for religious people and cler- 
gymen, who were experts in religion, and who employed it to raise 
awareness about the threat Fascism posed to Christianity. In the same 
way, there are contemporary scholars, especially experts in the history 
of political and religious movements, who consider my interpretation 
of fascism as a political religion legitimate, and believe that this aspect 
is an ‘essential element of a regime and an ideology, above all a revo- 
lutionary one. It acted not only to sacralise politics and to institute a 
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lay religion, but also to precipitate the eclipse of Catholicism’,” as 
historian Jean-Dominique Durand put it in his review of my book on 
the sacralisation of politics in Fascist Italy. 

It is evident that, faced with a problem concerning not fascism as 
political religion but the very legitimacy of the concept of political reli- 
gion, the definition of what a religion means becomes crucial. 
Commenting on my article published in the first issue of this journal, 
Stephen Di Rienzo observed that ‘Emilio Gentile ... has not provided 
a definition for his understanding of what a religion is and the possible 
antithesis to religious organisation’.” Indeed, my article lacked an 
explicit and formal definition of what I meant by a ‘religion’. 
However, ‘my understanding of what a religion is’ was expressed in 
the passage of the article in which I defined the process of the sacrali- 
sation of politics: 


This process takes place when, more or less elaborately and 
dogmatically, a political movement confers a sacred status on an 
earthly entity (the nation, the country, the State, humanity, soci- 
ety, race, proletariat, history, liberty, or revolution) and renders 
it an absolute principle of collective existence, considers it the 
main source of values for individual and mass behaviour, and 
exalts it as the supreme ethical precept of public life.” 


According to my point of view, fascism was a political religion, 
where by religion I understand a system of beliefs, myths and symbols 
which interpret and define the meaning and the goal of human exist- 
ence, making the destiny of an individual and of the community depen- 
dant on their subordination to a supreme entity. This definition is 
related to an interpretation of religion as a phenomenon that expresses 
the dimension of the sacred as a human experience and, consequently, 
does not necessarily coincide with the dimension of the divine. There- 
fore, it is quite plausible, in my opinion, to use the term political reli- 
gion to define the political movements which, predominantly in their 
culture, organisation and style, appear as manifestations of a sacralisa- 
tion of politics, that is, in one of the possible manifestations of the 
sacred in modernity. As the historian of religion, Giovanni Filoramo, 
observed in connection to my analysis of Fascist political religion, 


the sacralisation of politics and of the State performed by fascism 
through the cult of the Lictor, far from being a return to the past, 
constitutes a typical example — which can be used to better 
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understand the continuous interweaving of politics and religion 
which characterises the present era — of the diaspora of the sacred 
which characterises the relationship between modernity and reli- 
gion.” 


A final point about fascism as a political religion that requires clar- 
ification concerns the theme of irrationalism, which is frequently 
referred to both in general when fascist culture is discussed, and, in a 
more specific way, when fascist culture is recognised as deliberately 
and explicitly affirming the primacy of mythic thought, to which its 
definition as a political religion is also linked. Now I would like to 
state clearly that recognising the irrational and mythic nature of fascist 
culture does not mean denying that fascism had its own rationality, 
both in structural terms, and in the concrete manifestation of fascism 
as an organisation and an institution. ‘In this connection’, I wrote in 
1974, ‘we have to observe that the irrationalism of fascist ideology, far 
from being a manifestation of blind instincts, was the consequence of 
a rational devaluation of reason as a protagonist of history and poli- 
tics’, in the same way that its mass politics, with their emphasis on rites 
and the symbols, were not only an expression of mythic thought, but 
a consequence of ‘a rational use of the irrational’, too.*’ We also have 
to bear in mind that as far as the irrationality of fascist culture is 
concerned, its myths were politically efficient because they were 
combined with the rationality of the organisation and the institution. 
The organisation and the institution define norms of rational behav- 
iour, formalised and directed in order to achieve a goal. Without the 
rationality of the organisation and the institution, without being a 
party and a regime, without becoming the ideology of a modern State, 
fascism would have probably remained on the fringes of Italy’s politi- 
cal culture, confined to the realm of intellectual elitism or margina- 
lised sectarianism. The link between myth and organisation, between 
irrationality and rationality, is an inseparable element of fascism, both 
as a form of totalitarianism and as a political religion, in the same way 
that occurs with other organised religions. This is the link I have 
always insisted on in my research, thereby avoiding the trap of trans- 
forming the ‘rational’ irrationalism of fascism into a historiographical 
code for the essential irrationality of fascism, and thus relapsing into 
the theory of its ‘historical negativity’. 

Obviously, if we consider that the concept of religion has to be 
reserved solely for phenomena which belong to the dimension of the 
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divine, the problem of political religion is automatically declared irrel- 
evant, simply because it is a problem which does not exist. But even if 
it were possible, by the general convention and unanimous consensus 
of all scholars, to ban the use of the concept of political religion in the 
analysis of political movements, there would still be a need to face the 
phenomenon of the sacralisation of politics. This dimension still has to 
be defined whenever it manifests itself in the ideology, organisation 
and active politics of a movement or a regime. Obviously, we could 
also negate the existence of this phenomenon as a particular manifes- 
tation of the human experience of the sacred, but in my opinion, this 
could not happen without performing a serious mutilation on our 
understanding of contemporary history, without surgically removing 
an important part of its recent past, as much as its present and, prob- 
ably, its near future as well. 


NOTES 


I would like to thank Roger Griffin and Robert Mallett for ensuring that as little as possible 
has been lost in the translation of my article into English. 
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propagandistic proclamations and sometimes even on normative precepts’, which are 
not complemented by concrete facts. D. Fisichella, Totalitarismo: Un regime del nostro 
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Gentile, Fascismo (note 3), pp.vii-viii. 

M. Tarchi, Fascismo: Teorie, interpretazioni e modelli (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 2003), 
p.130. 

Marco Tarchi, an expert in political science and a Right-Wing intellectual, quoted De 
Felice in order to refute my interpretation of fascism as a totalitarianism and a political 
religion. In the first case, Tarchi writes peremptorily that, ‘The conviction that what 
developed during those twenty years was an authoritarian regime of the classical type 
“albeit black-shirted”, strongly conditioned by its supporters, built on a compromise 
with traditional institutions, whose “most typically modern demagogic-social dimen- 
sions” are not sufficient to consider it, despite the declared aspirations, a real totalitari- 
anism, which was expressed by De Felice in the entry, written in the mid-1970s for the 
Enciclopedia del Novecento, still remains relevant’, Tarchi (note 41), p.132. However, 
Tarchi omits to let the reader know that De Felice’s phrase concerning the Fascist 
regime is preceded by a conditional statement. In the following paragraph, referring to 
the definition of the Fascist regime, quoted by Tarchi, De Felice specifies that ‘such a 
superficial and factual vision would be, however, partial’, R. De Felice, ‘Fascismo’, in 
Enciclopedia del Novecento (Rome: Istituto dell’Enciclopedia italiana, 1977), p.915. On 
the subject of Fascism as a political religion, Tarchi asserts that De Felice, in Intervista 
sul fascismo (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 1975), ‘declared himself to be contrary to the 
hypothesis that during the Ventennio in Italy there ever existed any form of political reli- 
gion’, Tarchi (note 41), p.130. But in this case, De Felice himself refutes Tarchi, who 
quotes De Felice badly: indeed, in the above quoted encyclopaedia entry, De Felice 
affirmed that Fascism, in the same way as National Socialism, set a completely new goal 
‘to transform the masses by organising them in a political movement with the character- 
istics of a lay religion’, De Felice, ‘Fascismo’, p.920. Finally, as for De Felice’s judgement 
on my interpretation of fascist totalitarianism, Tarchi blunders again when he neglects 
to refer to what Mussolini’s biographer wrote in 1982 specifically about my definition 
of fascist totalitarianism: ‘Emilio Gentile has penned the definitive statement on this 
matter, which also helps explain the essence of Fascist totalitarianism and its deep differ- 
ence from the Nazi and Stalinist ones’, R. De Felice, ‘Introduction’, in R. De Felice and 
L. Goglia (eds.), Storia fotografica del fascismo (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 1982), p.xix. 
Faced with such ‘glitches’, I do not intend to set myself the problem of whether this is 
a case of accidental ignorance or accidental bad faith. It is interesting, though, to note 
that Tarchi’s book quoted above appeared with the same publishing house and in the 


372 TOTALITARIAN MOVEMENTS AND POLITICAL RELIGIONS 


43. 


44. 


45. 


same series as my critical essay on De Felice: E. Gentile, Renzo De Felice: Lo storico e il 
personaggio (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 2003). This essay illustrates with extensive quota- 
tions the evolution of his interpretation of the Fascist regime, which culminated in the 
conviction that Fascism was a totalitarian regime. 

For instance, this is the case of Mabel Barezin in her review of the Italian edition of 
Gentile, I culto del littorio (note 3), attributing to me affirmations and ideas which are 
simply false. It is not true that, as Barezin asserts, Gentile ‘assumes that representation 
of power equals realities of power’ and, ‘never directly confronts how symbols and ritu- 
als contribute to political practice’ and ‘fails to make an analytical distinction between 
the producer of the ritual and the Italian populace as audience of symbolic practices. In 
short, Gentile fails to differentiate between movement and regime, party and people’, 
Mabel Barezin, Journal of Modern Italian Studies 1/3 (1996), pp.470-2. As I clearly set 
out in the introduction to my book, the subject matter and the aim of my work was 
mainly that of ‘singling out and analysing the origin, the motivations, the forms and the 
goals of the “cult of the Lictor”’; consequently I turned ‘chiefly toward the promoters 
and the propagator of the “cult of the Lictor”’, Gentile, I/ culto del littorio (note 3), p.viii. 
However, within the framework of the book I also expounded my considerations on the 
political function of the ‘cult the Lictor’, as well as on the reaction of the populace, when 
it was possible to record them, ibid., pp.189-95; 292-7. And in the closing part I clearly 
expressed my overall evaluation of the effects of the ‘cult of the Lictor’: ‘The totalitarian 
experiment of the Fascist political religion failed amid the ruins of a disastrous military 
defeat in a war both Fascism and anti-Fascism lived and combated as a “war of religion”. 
Probably, the reasons for the failure lie in the very nature of the experiment, conducted 
in the euphoria of a voluntarism which believed enduring what was ephemeral, mistook 
emotions for conviction, the enthusiasm of success for confession of faith, the physical 
mass, as being similar to ocean waves, for the conscious body of the nation. But the same 
happened to the other experiments in secular religion’, ibid., p.313. 

This is the case of Tobias Abse, who, in an article dedicated to the English translation of 
Il culto del littorio, tried to denigrate my interpretation of fascism as a totalitarianism, 
presenting it in a caricature that generated the same effect as distorting mirrors in a 
funfair. Indeed, without ever citing anything of what I had been writing for years on the 
theories of totalitarianism, on the diversity and on the necessity of the differentiation 
between Fascism, Communism and National Socialism, as well as on the limits, the fail- 
ures and the defeat of the Fascist totalitarian experiment, Abse peremptorily asserts that 
my ‘theoretical framework is totally dependent on reviving the completely bankrupt 
notion of Italian Fascism constituting a totalitarian regime to be ranked alongside 
Nazism and what Gentile quaintly calls “Bolshevism”. It is revealing that Gentile writes 
as if the concept of totalitarianism was unproblematic in the Russian and German 
instances, but this apparent ignorance of well-known debates about Nazism and Stalin- 
ism in not crucial to an argument about Fascist Italy’, T. Abse, ‘Italian Fascism: Political 
Religion, Political Ritual or Political Spectacle. Emilio Gentile and his Critics’, South 
European Society and Politics 3/2 (1998), pp.142-50. Also in this case misrepresenta- 
tion prevails over critical argumentation, as when Abse affirms that ‘Gentile seems to 
have regressed to the antiquated political science clichés of a Germino’, making refer- 
ence to the book by Dante L. Germino, The Italian Fascist Party in Power (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1959), as if I myself did not express towards Germino’s 
book a critical judgement, similar to the one I expressed toward the other theories on 
totalitarianism elaborated by political science. For that purpose I refer back to what I 
wrote in Gentile, I} mito dello Stato nuovo (note 2), pp.255-6 (1999 edn., pp.xvii- 
xviii); and Gentile, La via italiana al totalitarismo (note 2), pp.65-9. 

It is Abse again who distinguishes himself, repeating his criticism of my book on the 
fascist political religion, by referring to what he calls my ‘distance from the Catholic 
tradition’: ‘a distance that some might argue has had a negative effect on Gentile’s 
understanding of what constitutes a religion’, T. Abse, ‘The History of Italian Fascism’, 
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in K. Flett and D. Rendon (eds.), The Twentieth Century. A Century of Wars and Revo- 
lutions? (London: Rivers Oram, 2000), p.160. But this is again a glaring example of how 
Abse has fallen into the ‘snare of presumption’, an easy trap for those who speak of 
things they ignore. As a matter of fact, it was Catholic scholars who were the first and 
the most original interpreters of Fascism as a political religion and some of them, like 
Igino Giordani and Luigi Sturzo, are cited in the same book that Abse criticises. 

This is what Barbara Spackman asserts in Fascist Virilities: Rhetoric, Ideology and Social 
Fantasy in Italy (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 
pp.127-9. Spackman begins by giving me an ‘elementary lesson in metaphor’, ibid., 
p-128, using Benedetto Croce’s quotation, taken from the ‘Manifesto degli intellettuali 
antifascisti of 1925, where the philosopher defines as an ‘abuse’ the definition of 
Fascism as a religion, given by Giovanni Gentile. Also in this case, before giving elemen- 
tary lessons, one should follow the elementary rules of scholarship. Indeed, it is not 
enough to quote an occasional phrase of Croce’s in order to disprove the interpretation 
of fascism as a political religion. The mere fact that Croce, the anti-Fascist, denied his 
former friend and Fascist Gentile (who was also a philosopher of religion) the right to 
define Fascism as a religion, should not cause surprise, considering that Croce asserted 
that it was not even an ideology. But anyone who has read some pages of Croce’s other 
writings on religion, for instance at least the two first chapters of his Storia d’Europa nel 
secolo decimonono on the ‘religion of freedom’ and on the ‘opposite religious faiths’, 
knows that his concept of religion, with reference to the political movements, legiti- 
mises, and not in the metaphorical sense, the definition of fascism as a political religion. 
See, for example, D. Veneruso, ‘Nel fascio al posto della Croce il simbolo di un’ideolo- 
gia fallimentare’, L’Osservatore Romano, 13-14 April 1993; R. Moro, ‘Religione e 
politica nell’eta della secolarizzazione: riflessioni su un recente volume di Emilio 
Gentile’, Storia contemporanea 26/2 (1995); D. Veneruso, ‘La democrazia non pud 
essere una nuova edizione di “religione secolarizzata”’, L’Osservatore Romano, 14 July 
2000; and A. Zaccuri, ‘Il secolo del Leviatano’, Avvenire, 25 October 2001. 


. Gentile, ‘Il fascismo fu una rivoluzione? (note 24), p.159. 

. Gentile (note 6), p.197. 

. Cf. Gentile, Le religioni della politica (note 3), chs.3 and 4. 

. Gentile (note 6), p.201. 

. In this context I would like to point out that the criticism levelled at my interpretation 


of fascism as a form of totalitarianism by Robert O. Paxton is equally unjustified. He 
argues that ‘Even Emilio Gentile, most eager to demonstrate the power and success of 
the totalitarian impulse in Fascist Italy, concedes that the regime was a “composite” 
reality in which Mussolini’s “ambition of personal power” struggled in “constant 
tension” with both “traditional forces” and “Fascist Party intransigents” themselves 
divided by “muffled conflict” [sorda lotta] among factions’, R.O. Paxton, The Anatomy 
of Fascism (New York: Knopf, 2004), p.120. He goes on to state that ‘Emilio Gentile 

. admits that the totalitarian experiment was incomplete’, and at the same time, 
contradicting himself, reproaches me for being ‘less interested in the problem of how 
the Fascist project was altered and subverted in the process of its integration into Italian 
society’, ibid., pp.229-30. Clearly such judgements point to a superficial and biased 
reading of my book on Fascist totalitarianism, especially of the concluding chapters 
which focus on various aspects the effect that the totalitarian experiment had on Italian 
society, the various sources of resistance to it, the obstacles and barriers it came up 
against, and the disappointments and frustrations that its limited realisation caused to 
Fascists themselves. It is equally clear that Paxton misunderstands my interpretation 
when he states that I would be ‘most eager to demonstrate the power and success of the 
totalitarian impulse in Fascist Italy’, given that I actually have no intention at all of 
‘demonstrating’ its power, but rather of ‘showing and understanding’ an empirical real- 
ity, namely the progressive expansion of Fascist power that is fully documented in my 
studies and in recent historiography. As for the internal conflicts and tensions within 
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Fascist totalitarianism, and its composite and incomplete character, Paxton mistakenly 
takes as a ‘concession’ or ‘admission’ what is actually a constitutive component of my 
interpretation of Fascism and the totalitarian experiment as a whole, which maintains 
that not just Fascism, but all totalitarian experiments are necessarily ‘imperfect’ and 
‘incomplete’ when compared with a theoretical model of a ‘perfect’ totalitarian society. 
Besides, without explicitly acknowledging it, Paxton in fact echoes much of the inter- 
pretation that I presented in La via italiana al totalitarismo (note 2), especially when he 
states that ‘One must concede that Mussolini’s regime, eager to “normalize” its rapport 
with a society in which the family, the Church, the monarchy, and the village notable 
still had entrenched power, fell far short of total control. Even so, Fascism regimented 
Italians more firmly than any regime before or since. But no regime, not even Hitler’s 
or Stalin’s, ever managed to pinch off every last parcel of privacy and personal or group 
autonomy’, Paxton, The Anatomy of Fascism, p.211. 

Speaking about the diversity of totalitarianisms, Adrian Lyttelton, in a recent discussion 
of my interpretation, aimed to ‘introduce a distinction between a “hot totalitarianism”, 
characterised by a great institutional instability, by the use of terror and high level of 
ideological mobilisation, and a “cold totalitarianism”, marked by a relatively stable insti- 
tutional order, by substitution of terror with an all-prevailing apparatus of surveillance, 
by the climate of conformism’, which would be the case of Italian Fascism, A. Lyttelton, 
‘La religione della patria’, L’indice 7/8 (2003), p.22. 

L. Zani, ‘Famiglie politiche e modernità totalitaria: Il partito unico nel fascismo ital- 
iano’, in idem, Les familles politiques en Europe occidentale au XX siècle (Rome: École 
Française de Rome, 2000), p.118. 

Linz, Fascismo, autoritarismo, totalitarismo (note 17), p.35; S.G. Payne, Foreword to 
Gentile, The Struggle for Modernity (note 2), pp.xv-xvi. 

R. Griffin, ‘The Palingenetic Political Community: Rethinking the Legitimation of 
Totalitarian Regimes in Inter-War Europe’, Totalitarian Movements and Political Reli- 
gions 3/3 (2002), p.37. As regards the validity of the application of the concept of total- 
itarianism to the fascist phenomenon, see the introduction to the volume edited by 
Alessandro Campi (note 14), pp.xxxix-xliii. 

For the apocalyptic interpretation of modernity in the sense explained above, that is, as 
one of the characteristics typical of totalitarian movements after the First World War, 
see E. Gentile, ‘Un apocalisse nella modernità: La Grande Guerra e il Mito della Rigen- 
erazione della politica’, Storia contemporanea 26/5 (1995), pp.733-87. 


. S. Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 


1997), p.7. 


. R. Gordon, ‘Fascism’, Patterns of Prejudice 32/1 (1998), p.70. 
. Modernism/[Modernity 1/3 (1994), pp.235-7. 
. E. Gentile, “The Conquest of Modernity: From Modernist Nationalism to Fascism’, 


Modernism/Modernity 1/3 (1994), p.57. For my criticisms of the ‘culturalist’ approach 
to Fascism, see also Gentile (note 33), pp.60-1. 

We might point out that in Mosse’s work, as far as I understand it, the expression ‘sacra- 
lisation of politics’ appears only after publication of my book on the fascist religion: 
G.L. Mosse, The Fascist Revolution: Towards a General Theory of Fascism (New York: 
H. Fertig, 1999), p.xiii. 
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Carocci (note 38), p.40. However, Carocci believed it ‘reductive to study the myth if we 
confine ourselves to observing the awareness that its followers had of it’, but added: 
“Since Gentile is a scholar who is too shrewd not to know this fact, there is nothing else 
to do but to take cognisance of his refusal to emphasize what the scholars have noticed, 
mainly in Nazism, but in the second place also in Fascism, that is, the decadent, mortu- 
ary, nihilistic aspects of fascist activism in its behaviour deriving from Dannunzianism 
and from Arditism’. As a matter of fact, the refusal Carocci referred to derives from the 
fact that my analysis was primarily aimed at studying the function of the myth in mass 
politics, which, in my opinion does not involve the aspects pointed out by Carocci, 
which were typical of certain fascist groups involved in Dannunzianism or in Arditism. 
Griffin (note 15), p.30. More than ten years later this criticism came up again, without 
new arguments, from Roger Eatwell’s side. Though recognising the utility of the 
approach proposed by me, he still reasserts that ‘fascism was a political ideology rather 
than a political religion’, R. Eatwell, ‘Reflections on Fascism and Religion’, Totalitarian 
Movements and Political Religions 4/3 (2003), p.163. The gulf dividing ideology and 
religion, presented as an argument to refute the concept of political or secular religion, 
was already put forward by Hannah Arendt in the debate with Jule Monnerot, who had 
defined communism as a secular religion in his book Sociologie du Communisme (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1949); see H. Arendt, ‘Religion and Politics’, Confluence: An International 
Forum 2/3 (1953); Monnerot’s objection, ibid. 2/4 (1953); and Arendt’s reply, ibid. 3/ 
3 (1954). 
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